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SUBJECT1
FARMERS’ ORGANISATIONS

Ideology and Functioning of the Shetkari Sanghatana
in Maharashtra-An Assessment

R.R. Doshi*

Unremunerative prices for farm products has, since the late seventies, been an important
issue at stake picked up through farmers’ organisations and a stiff resistance was shown to
the governmental meddling with the prices of key agricultural products alleged to be det-
rimental to the interests of the producers. In Maharashtra, the farmers’ resistance sooner
became a cognizable organised force in the name of Shetkari Sanghatana (Farmers’
Association) under the stewardship of Shri Sharad Joshi. Over the eighties, the organisation
and its leadership has had countrywide influence and no political party could afford to ignore
its existence and strength. As such, this paper purports to delve into the ideology and
functioning of Shetkari Sanghatana in Maharashtra which is all the while advocating and
striving for remunerative prices for agricultural produce.

I
IDEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF SHETKARI SANGHATANA

Shetkari Sanghatana (SS) made its debut in the summer of 1978 in Pune district of
Maharashtra on account of a phenomenal slump in the prices of onion in the primary markets.
Based on his personal experience of dry farming in the district for three years, its vanguard,
Sharad Joshi, came out with the proclamation that unremunerative prices to the agricultural
products for decades together in the past had gradually impoverished the agriculturists.
Therefore, poverty eradication in the country would be a reality only through making cul-
tivation profitable which, in turn, is possible by assuring cost-plus price for the agricultural
produce. Consequently, cost-based pricing of agricultural produce became ‘the’ demand
and one-point programme of the SS. All its energies and efforts to-date have been directed
towards the attainment of this sole objective.

While justifying their claims the SS leaders stress the point that their programme, though
prima facie, appears to be one for the benefit of a section of India’s population, the agri-
culturists, it is, by the dint of its thrust, an anti-poverty programme which would benefit all
sections of the Indian society. Their contention is that unremunerative prices-
exploitation-poverty has remained a perpetual chain phenomenon irrespective of the ‘isms’
and ‘ideologies’ in India and in the rest of the world. As regards India, the colonial rule of
the British thrived on the policy of low prices to the primary products which was continued
unabated by the governments in independent India. In the neo-colonialism of free India, the
white expropriators have been replaced by the urban-based, British-minded elite black
expropriators. Joshi has branded this class as ‘INDIA’ vis-a-vis the expropriated class of
the farmers as ‘BHARAT’ and charged that the industrial policy over the planning era had
beenanti-‘Bharat’ for the following reasons: (a) capital from ‘Bharat’ is transferred to ‘India’
and is used to run the factories catering primarily to the needs of the elites as against the
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necessities of the people of ‘Bharat’; (b) capital-intensive industries of ‘India’ provide
limited employment opportunities; (c) urban factories are run by exploiting the common
man devoid of adequate purchasing power so that he cannot buy the products; (d) the
industrial system is inflationary per se as the majority of the consumers do not get their
goods while money flows into the market.

The SS circles speak of the Panchasheel of ‘India’ in the exploitation of ‘Bharat’ in the
following manner: (f) unremunerative prices to agricultural produce; (i) diversion of the
farmers’ mind to other programmes (schemes of irrigation, loans, debt relief, input supply,
roads, houses, etc.) in order to weaken their demand for remunerative prices; even though
such programmes enhance agricultural production, they do not push up farmers’ incomes;
(iii) deliberate fanning of the class conflict between big-small farmers, irrigated-dryland
farmers and farmers - farm labourers to fizzle out the movement for cost-based pricing; (iv)
systematic anti-farmer propaganda through Marathi films and literature and by the intel-
lectuals; (v) oppression of peaceful agitations of farmers by the government using police
force and adopting ruthless measures like arrests, lathi charge, tear gas, firing and destruction
of the farm assets.

It is also claimed that the so-called class conflict within ‘Bharat’ is more apparent than
real. Because, once it is realised that poverty is a result of unremunerative prices for farm
produce, then big farmer, medium farmer, small farmer, landless labourer and migrant to
urban area for work are the indicators of higher and higher levels of poverty; there is no
conflictinter se. Agricultural Iabour is paid less by the farmers only due to lower agricultural
prices. De facto, agricultural wages have risen much faster than agricultural prices so that
the farm worker has been relatively better off than the farmer himself.

With prices of agricultural produce accounting for less than cost, Joshi refers to the
situation as cutting from both ends. Basically agricultural production is always exposed to
natural hazards like uncertain rains, pests and diseases, storms and cyclones, defective seeds,
etc. Additionally, seasonal production results into glut in the market during the post-harvest
period and great price slump. These are cost-escalating factors. On the other hand, gov-
ermnments all the while have adopted a deliberate policy of suppressing agricultural prices
for promoting the cause of the industrial sector. Governments have confiscated a part of the
agricultural produce (especially foodgrains) by way of levy at low prices during times of
scarcity and left the growers to their own destinies in times of plenty. This is perhaps the
greatest kind of exploitation of the growers by the governments for the benefit of urban
population. Ban on exports of a part of produce blocked the process of channelling the
surpluses and the limited number of agro-processing endeavours dominated by political
leaders did not benefit the farmers. The governments thus utterly lack the ‘political wili’ to
assure remunerative prices.

The demand for cost-based pricing is directly tagged with the methodology of cost
estimation. The SS ishighly critical of the terms of reference of and the methodology adopted
by the earlier known Agricultural Prices Commission (APC). Bearing in mind its very limited
role of suggesting appropriate prices of selected commodities on the strength of their cost
of production, it is argued that the APC is not competent enough to maintain price parity or
attain price stability through its recommendations. More importantly, it is maintained that
the composition of the APC is highly skewed and its methodology of cost computation is
defective in many respects. It blames the APC for dropping out cost items like transport,
management, risk, maintenance of implements and machinery, etc., in computing costs
besides unrealistic connotations and values of the items included and the method of simple
averaging, resulting into under-estimation of cost of production and thereby government
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fixation of prices lower than full cost of production. Hence, the SS is vociferousin demanding
reorganisation of the APC and more realistic computation of cost of production. On its side,
it has suggested the ‘synthetic model method’ and has estimated the cost of production
(1979-80 basis) of onion, sugarcane, bidi tobacco, cotton, paddy, milk and groundnut. The
approach of the farm management experts and agricultural economists too is condemned
strongly by the SS.

11
TOWARDS COST-BASED PRICING

Economics of the SS has led it to advocate following policy measures and programmes:

(1) Reorganisation of the APC so as to include farmers’ representatives, restriction of
its terms of reference barely to cost estimation and thorough revision of the methodology
in this behalf. The reorganised body should be the Agricultural Costs Commission.

(2) Fixation of agricultural prices as per the revised methodology that will take care of
all the relevant cost items.

(3) Let the free market mechanism prevail. However, the government should intervene
if the open market prices slump below the cost of production. Government purchases would
halt the adverse situation by playing the role of a ‘fire fighter’ or performing the function
of saline to a decaying patient. Such emergency assistance of the government would enable
the farmers to gain economic strength and become self-reliant within next three to five years
when the governmental support can be withdrawn; it is a temporary support.

(4) Promotion of agro-processing activities in rural areas belonging to the farmers
themselves or floated by the Agricultural Produce Market Committees (APMCs) or sale-
purchase unions, the benefits of which can be directly enjoyed by the farmers. These activities
would flush out excess market supplies.

(5) Channelling part of the excess supplies to export markets through National Agri-
cultural Co-operative Marketing Federation INAFED) and other agencies at the appropriate
time.

(6) Development of scientific storage facilities in primary markets.

(7) Co-operative marketing can serve as a good panacea provided the growers sincerely
try for it and utilise the channel. Existing societies have been largely used as handmaids by
the politicians and thereby a new class of expropriators has emerged within this system.

(8) Adoption of crop planning programme for selected crops.

(9) Development of waiting capacity in the farmer to enable him to withhold supplies
from the market vis-a-vis the traders for effecting expected price.

(10) Capital from the agricultural sector should be retained in the rural area for esta-
blishing enterprises with farmers’ participation which may concentrate on production of
mass consumption goods.

The SS sources claim that because of their action programme of cost-based pricing, onion
and sugarcane growers in Pune and Nasik districts have secured noticeable benefits as
manifested in regaining mortgaged lands, redemption of co-operative debts, spurt in farm
wages, land improvements, change in cropping pattern and development of storage facility.
In the long run, they hope to see the emergence of agro-based industrial activities in the
villages. They maintain that there should not be much ado about the spectacular rise in the
incomes of certain sections of the farmers as this increase is not phenomenal compared to
the elites of ‘India’.
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i
APPROACH OF THE SANGHATANA

The action programme of the SS has originated from its belief that the governmental
policies and agencies have been responsible for the unremunerative prices. Hence, the initial
thrust has to be to pressurise the government through organised action for rationally decided
support prices and government purchases of the unsold stocks at such prices. The sequence
of action then is a public demand and threat of agitation from a specific date if the demand
isnotconceded, dialogue with the government across the table and finally organised agitation
if the dialogue fails. Often the pressure of scheduled agitation itself works well and an
agreement is reached beforehand. Occasionally, when the government does not yield to such
pressures, peaceful agitation is launched by adopting supportive tactics like road blockade,
railway stoppages, non-payment of government imposts, picketing in front of government
offices, indefinite fast by leaders and so on. The SS leaders have shown sagacious approach
in initiating and suspending the agitation, at times even without any gain.

So far the SS has taken up the issues of onion, sugarcane, cotton, bidi tobacco, paddy,
groundnut and milk - all cash crops - because Maharashtra has a big share in the production
of these commodities in the country. Hence, if their supplies are blocked, the government
would not be able to counterveil the move through imports from other States. Thus it would
sooner succumb to the demands. Such is not the case with jowar, the principal staple crop
in the consumption package of the State. The agitation for jowar price can be easily torpedoed
by imports from other States. The secret of successful agitation, therefore, is to choose
commodities as command a conspicuous proportion in the State’s supplies and the farmers
develop the strength to withhold them from the market.

v
EVALUATION OF PERFORMANCE

The activities of the SS over the last twelve years have evinced interest among all the
political parties, farming community, common man and intellectuals. It has poised itself as
the spokesman and benefactor of the farming community. It could establish its roots firmly
in many districts of Maharashtra while elsewhere in the State the farmers have become
aware of the movement for remunerative prices. Joshi came to the limelight as a selfless
leader wholeheartedly devoted to the cause of farmers and faithfully propagating his
ideology. He could even mobilise leaders from other States to form a national nexus and to
impress upon them the approach and programmes of the SS so that similar activities could
be pursued in other States too and the Central Government would be pressurised to bow
down to the farmers’ demands. May be a political move, but in early 1990 Sharad Joshi has
been hitched by the Central Government as Chairman of the newly created ad hoc farm
prices advisory committee.

Intentionally, the SS has been evolved as a non-formal organisation without its consti-
tution and an executive committee except a President periodically nominated. Joshi himself
is far from such office though he is the moving spirit behind the thinking and actions of the
SS. The Sanghatana has embraced farmers of all categories and farm labourers without any
distinction of caste and creed. Special efforts have been made to involve the backward
communities and women folk. Importantly, it has been carefully developed as a non-political
organisation having no interests in ascending to power. However, as a part of its strategy,
in the General Elections it has occasionally supported the candidates on merits who accepted
the one-point programme. A noteworthy result of such supports is that during the elections
to the State Assembly in 1985, the then Prime Minister of India while canvassing for his
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party in Maharashtra against the Progressive Democratic Front (PDF) supported by the SS
announced the change in nomenclature of the APC as Commission for Agricultural Costs
and Prices (CACP) and sooner effected it as a counter-move to the united opposition.

Pressurisation strategy of the SS has brought some gains to the farmers of onion, sug-
arcane, milk and cotton. Agitations from time to time have forced the State Government to
yield to the demands of specific support prices of these commodities and purchase of onion
by NAFED and the State Government at the agreed prices. It was a defensive political move,
no doubt. Two representatives of the SS were taken on Board of Directors of the State
Cotton Marketing Federation. In the case of co-operative sugar factories, the particulars of
deductions from cane-grower’s bill were fixed and acceptance of non-refundable deposits
from members was discontinued. The State Government responded positively to the debt
relief agitation. All the agitations, successful or otherwise, were peaceful. But to clear the
blockades of State and national highways and rail roads, many a time the State Government
had to act with iron hand which culminated into in all 24 casualties of farmers over 12 years.

For establishing regular rapport with the farming community and orientation of its
workers, the SS is publishing a fortnightly journal, Shetkari Sanghatan; for two years it
experimented with a weekly news bulletin Gyanaba; it holds regular meetings, seminars
and workshops at Ambethan (its headquarters in Pune district) and has put in circulation
more than 20 publications in Marathi, Hindi and English.

This working facade of the SS is prima facie impressive. The activities so far have fully
practical overtones with an intention to mobilise the farming community for a better deal.
In the backdrop of total disorganisation of the agricultural community and its exploitation
in the produce market, such a result-oriented approach was perhaps thought to be inevitable
and hence pursued. One may justify this kind of approach as transitory measure, but not as
a perpetual programme. The SS however, is pursuing it as ‘the’ activity with complete
disregard to undertaking constructive activity of permanent nature side by side with the ad
hoc activities of the present type. Hence, the movement is lop-sided and very restrictive.

Coming to certain tenets in the basic ideology of the SS, one stops at the crucial part of
it, viz., cost-based pricing and revised methodology suggested for its computation vis-a-vis
that of the CACP. Regarding inclusion of certain items in the cost of production and con-
notations of some of the items, at least certain sections of the experts are broadly in agreement
with the SS. There is some meaning in adopting a comprehensive concept of cost of
production. Sooner the CACP formula should be modified. It is necessary to adopt the
concept of ‘cost of production’ instead of ‘cost of cultivation’ as the basis of price fixation;
the former will cover not only the cost of cultivation but also the cost of marketing. Both
the CACP and the SS exclude the the marketing cost. Further, whatever exercise the SS has
been making for demanding specific prices as support prices, the details are never revealed.
Let its exercise be open to scrutiny. As we do not come across any publication of the SS
giving cost estimates according to its own formula, we doubt whether it has really indulged
in this task. If at all it is done, why make a secret of it like the CACP? Is there any ‘strategy’
in holding it back? In the absence of such details, how could one believe that the demanded
rates were really cost-based?

Another core part is governmental intervention as a saviour for assuring cost-based price.
Surprisingly, in spite of its recognition that such a programme would succeed by pursuing
systematic crop planning, the SS has, on its side, failed in motivating its followers. On the
contrary, NAFED purchases of onion at the agreed prices have encouraged the onion growers
from Pune and Nasik districts to indulge in unbridled production and thus perpetuating the
trap of market glut and price crash for most of the years. The SS is born out of the onion
problem and continues to nurse itself on the same problem. Furthermore, its one-point
programme very much relies on government purchases of unsold stocks at the agreed price.
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In practice, we cannot expect the government to buy many agricultural commodities and
produce business-like results. Government machinery is moulded for administration;
bureaucrats cannot be businessmen. All attempts to push in the government machinery in
agricultural business (e.g., monopoly trade incotton, tendu leaves, grass, market intervention
scheme for onion, etc.) have eroded the treasury funds considerably. Additionally, the SS
claimed that government support would be temporary for three to five years. Then why
could not onion, sugarcane and cotton marketing become self-sustaining even after a decade
of assuring demanded prices? In short, the simple-looking proposal has become hard to
digest.

The SS has failed miserably in the case of bidi tobacco. Blockade of the national highway
at Nipani for three weeks during March-April 1981 was cleared sternly with police action
by the Kamataka Government at the cost of 12 casualties. The Tobacco Marketing Feder-
ation, born as a sequel to the agitation, intervened in the market for one year only, remained
defunct for about five years thereafter and was ultimately liquidated by the Kamataka
Government losing over Rs. 5 crores. Of importance, the farmer-trader relations have
worsened and the farmers’ exploitation has continued unabated and it is more than before.

The funniest part of the SS ideology is its conception that neither government nor co-
operatives nor private trade assures cost-based price to the farmers. All the same, it relies
largely on government purchases and promotion of co-operative marketing societies: Good
case of inner contradiction!

Finally, the SS has turned its back to gearing up its united front for strengthening the
institutional infrastructure already existing for generating better returns to the farmers. It
recognises the utility of marketing co-operatives but has done nothing for increasing the
farmers’ involvement in the existing societies and controlling supplies through this channel.
It never pressurised the government for rapid development and improvement of operational
efficiency of the APMCs in the State. Efforts are conspicuously absent for establishing
agrc-processing units owned by the farmers. The SS has completely sidetracked the vital
institutional arrangements in agricultural marketing and thus shirked its own responsibilities
of supporting well-founded lasting activities. The gains of the SS on the strength of agita-
tional tactics would, then, depend entirely on the political shrewdness of the ruling party in
power. It is a crystal-clear fact that all the political parties have appeased the SS on different
occasions as a part of their strategy torise topower. The SS can come out with better example
if it uses at least a part of its energies and organisational strength for strengthening the
marketing and processing institutions.

v
CONCLUSION

True that the SS has emerged as a strong organised force and voice of the farming
community in Maharashtra with an aspiration to spread the movement in the rest of the
country. Restricting its movement to selected commodities for securing cost-based pricing,
the SS has made some gains through its pressurisation strategy supported by occasional
agitational means like road blockade. Even then, the approach and action programme do
not seem to be fully rational and constructive. The entire thrust is on secunglg temporary
gains from the government. It has not dgred to tread into the cumbersome metal testing task
of institution-building that can provide a permanent medium for better returns to the farmers.
The present approach may be appreciated to the extent of uniting the farming community
on vital economic issue and making the country aware of the problems. But it will never be
a lasting solution to the issue at stake.



